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Foreword
Gordon Johnson
The essays published here celebrate the work of Professor John F. Richards, a historian who significantly changed our understanding of Mughal history, and who, long before it became fashionable, argued the case for tackling certain historical problems from a global perspective. A list of his publications appears at the end of this volume and it is, by any measure, an impressive contribution to knowledge and understanding.
He was born on 3 November 1938 in Exeter, New Hampshire, USA and was the first of his family to go into higher education. They were happy to support him in this venture, since, whatever his undoubted intellectual prowess, he demonstrated from an early age an amazing lack of practical ability when it came to tasks like changing light bulbs or mowing grass. (Later in life he would, with a twinkle in the eye, rather trade on these shortcomings, despite the fact that they sat rather uneasily against his mastery of difficult languages and complex financial spread-sheets.) In 1961, he graduated Valedictorian of his class at the University of New Hampshire, marrying his childhood sweetheart, Ann Berry, on the same day. After Ann had completed her own Bachelor' s degree, the couple moved to the West coast where John pursued a doctorate at the University of California, Berkeley.
Working under the supervision of Professor Tom Metcalf, John took as his subject Mughal rule in south India in the first part of the eighteenth century-a topic of considerable importance and one that required exceptional linguistic and technical skills to pursue successfully. University Press in 1975, is an outstanding monograph. Firmly based on original archival material, it broke new ground in its clear analysis of institutional and financial structures, and of the political policies that were deployed by the intruding Mughal state as it attempted to assert control over a large part of the Deccan. The study showed how deeper knowledge of the component parts of the Mughal empire-particularly the constitutional arrangements and finding where wealth and power actually lay-contributed to a better understanding of both the successes and limitations of imperial systems. This would lead in future to an assessment of the Mughal enterprise, and of the challenges it faced as the eighteenth century progressed, as being not dissimilar to statebuilding efforts in other parts of the world. India was not, therefore, to be seen as somehow exotic or 'medieval', but a participant in some more general move of the time to create coherent, centralizing and financially robust states that were in every sense of the word 'modern'.
From Berkeley John moved in 1968 to the University of Wisconsin in Madison, where he proved an effective and stimulating teacher of undergraduates and graduate students alike, a reputation that was to follow him when he was lured to a senior Professorship at Duke University, Durham, North Carolina in 1977, and was undiminished at his untimely death on 23 August 2007. Moreover, he never shirked administrative or other collegial responsibilities and displayed a remarkable degree of academic entrepreneurialism. John was an inveterate arranger of meetings and conferences, and an increasingly effective promoter of his subject within a history establishment dominated by American and European topics.
In 1971 he spent a sabbatical term in Cambridge and was co-opted as a founding editor of the New Cambridge History of India, a project then newly approved for development by Cambridge University Press. Out of the thirty-odd volumes planned for that series, nearly half owe their inspiration to him and more than half of those published at the time of his death bear his editorial imprint. His own volume in the New Cambridge History of India is a masterly synthesis of contemporary historical knowledge about Mughal India. It steered its way brilliantly between different interpretations of the nature of the Mughal Empire, and did so without offending unduly any of the competing schools of thought. The book has been reissued in paperback, continues to sell well, and deservedly remains the first port of call for anyone with a serious interest in the history of India from Babur' s invasion to the end of the eighteenth century.
John had a wide range of intellectual interests and as he matured as a historian he contributed not just to the study of the Mughal Empire but to economic history and comparative world history. John perceived very early that a critical understanding of the impact of the movement of bullion, or of the effect of deforestation, climate change, and other things affecting the relationship between people and the environment, could often be understood only within the broadest international setting. To some this may now seem obvious, but John pioneered a more comprehensive approach to this type of study. From the late 1990s, he sought to understand the financial underpinnings of the British Empire in its Asian context. He gave a preliminary report of his findings in his 2001 Cambridge Kingsley Martin Memorial lecture (revised and expanded in Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 36, 2002, pp. 375-420) After the turn of the century much of John' s managerial energies went into arguing for and then establishing the American Institute of Afghanistan Studies-an attempt (still much needed) to support research in the history and culture of Afghanistan, and to promote scholarly ties between the United States and that country. He was a trenchant critic, but a valiant advocate of new work that was soundly based on archival research and made good use of demanding techniques (such as foreign languages or financial expertise). He was particularly supportive of younger scholars in fields of global significance that universities in the West have persistently ignored or undervalued. John also maintained an impressive network of colleagues and friends, was good at keeping in touch with them, exchanging news and gossip, or prodding them to get on with some project or other, promised but long overdue.
Sanjay Subrahmanyam, in a tribute in the Economic and Political Weekly (15 September 2007), wrote appreciatively of John' s many and varied scholarly achievements. He also captures well John' s essential character:
But behind all that organization and productivity, there was both a mischievous and a tempestuous side. I have seen John lose his temper www.cambridge.org © in this web service Cambridge University Press rarely, but it was quite a sight. Rather like one of those British summer storms, there would be a thunderclap, a sharp shower (of words), and then all of a sudden the clouds would clear and all would be forgiven. As for the mischief, I can remember him shocking a leading historian … by holding forth at great length on the need to legalise drugs. Was he serious, the historian asked me in puzzlement? Well, at least half-serious. The other half was done for effect, for John certainly liked to provoke at times. It is that provocation and humour, as much as the energy and productivity, and the capacity to keep track of everybody with a singular personal touch that we will all miss.
The essays in this book, which were first presented at a conference in John' s honour at Duke University in September 2006, and originally published in a special issue of Modern Asian Studies (Vol. 43, no.1, 2009) , are testimony to John' s far-reaching intellectual interests and to the affection in which he was held by students, colleagues and friends. It is also fitting that the American Historical Association has established an annual prize named in his honour. The publication of this volume brings to new readers a reminder of the important histories that continue, and need, to be written; and serve in turn as homage to an outstanding historian who led the field.
Introduction
David Gilmartin
These essays were originally presented at the retirement conference for Professor John F. Richards, which was held at Duke University on 29-30 September 2006. The conference, entitled 'Expanding Frontiers in South Asian and World History', brought together students, colleagues and associates of Prof. Richards to discuss themes that have marked Richards' work as a historian in an academic career of almost 40 years. These themes focused on 'frontiers' in multiple contexts, all relating to Richards' work: frontiers and state building; frontiers and environmental change; cultural frontiers; frontiers, trade and drugs; and frontiers and world history.
Richards' academic work began with his study of Mughal administration on the Deccan frontier in Golconda in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. His first book, Mughal Administration in Golconda (1975) , which grew out of his doctoral dissertation, introduced two themes that were to run through much of his later work. The first was a focus on the frontier as a key arena for understanding the processes of state building. Relations between state bureaucracy and local actors, including regional warrior elites, were central to Richards' story. Second, and perhaps even more important for the long-term trajectory of his interests, Richards emphasized the importance of state institutions and finance to the Mughal system. State institutions were something that Richards took very seriously, and if these ultimately failed to cement Mughal rule in Golconda, he attributed the fault to various failed policies pursued by individual Mughal rulers.
xvi Introduction Richards later developed this view of the Mughal Empire more fully in numerous essays, and perhaps most importantly, in his synthesis of Mughal history written for the New Cambridge History of India series, of which he was an editor (The Mughal Empire, 1993) . In debates between those who have emphasized the negotiated patrimonial form of the Mughal empire and those who have stressed its relatively centralized bureaucratic and fiscal institutions, Richards has tended to be a strong advocate of the latter position. Although recognizing the older roots of Mughal forms of cultural authority and loyalty-and the empire' s decentralized and patrimonial elements-Richards has been a leader in emphasizing the importance of new forms of state institutions as the defining feature of the Mughal polity. A concern with state finance and administration during the Mughal era (and most recently during the British colonial period as well) has thus been an ongoing preoccupation of his scholarly work.
Perhaps most importantly, however, Richards has seen these new forms as not simply South Asian, but as evidence of South Asia' s participation in the broader, worldwide processes of transformation marking the early modern period. He has been forceful in rejecting the common Indian periodization that consigns Mughal history to a 'medieval' past contrasted with the 'modern' colonial period. As Richards argued most persuasively in a 1997 article in the Journal of World History, the early modern period was one marked by rapid changes on a worldwide scale, and in these changes, Mughal India fully shared. Many of these changes were products of an expanding global economy. But as Richards emphasized, these were not a product simply of expanding global interconnections (or of European-based capitalism), but of the deployments of new forms of state power on a worldwide scale, producing new forms of exploitation of land and nature in this period. Richards' emphasis in his earlier work on the importance of Mughal state institutions thus led in his later work to a broader emphasis on the importance of new forms of state authority in defining more generally the worldwide transformations of the early modern era.
These emphases were most evident in Richards' massive study of the environmental transformations of the early modern world, The Unending Frontier (2003). Here we can see most clearly Richards' concern for placing the development of the state in a world historical context. The expansion of early modern capitalist societies in Europe is a critical
